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When Internet Archive employee Jason Scott uploaded the complete source code for all 
of Infocom’s text adventures to GitHub, the news made a splash for lovers of 
interactive fiction. The games, written in a unique language called Zork 
Implementation Language (ZIL), included favorites like Zork, Planetfall, and Trinity. 
Online at GitHub, the popular programmers’ collaboration and source code 
management tool, the code is laid bare for all interested to explore, download, and 
learn from. 


Among the lovers of old games excited to see the code available was Max Schoening, a 
director at GitHub. He proposed hosting an event at GitHub headquarters in San 
Francisco and, in collaboration with Scott, got Steve Meretzky, implementor of some 
of Infocom’s best-selling and best-loved games, to attend. The only problem: Scott 
himself was not available due to a previous commitment. Scott suggested me instead. 


That’s how I was 
invited to GitHub’s 
headquarters to 
interview Steve 
Meretzky live on stage, 
and live streamed to 
the world. 


The event came 
together staggeringly 
quickly — the initial 
question “What are you 
doing Friday?” came 
just one week before the event. Flight tickets were purchased, and the next Friday I was 
on a plane to San Francisco. Meretzky and I arrived an hour before the interview was 
to start. We were given a tour of GitHub’s plush headquarters, which includes a library 
consisting of each employee’s favorite book, a fully stocked bar that could have fit 
right in the trendiest hipster neighborhood, and a sun-drenched rooftop garden work 
area. 


Then things started getting surreal for this lifelong Infocom fan. Meretzky and I were 
set up on stage, given comfy chairs and microphones, and allowed to settle in as the 
audience filtered in. An audio/video team made their final preparations while Meretzky 
and I chatted quietly. I flipped through the questions I had written on index cards and 
the Keynote slides I had prepared. Someone started counting down the seconds, and we 
were live for our one-hour interview. 


At Infocom, Meretzky was the “imp" (implementor) of Hitchhiker’s Guide to the 
Galaxy, Sorcerer, Leather Goddesses of Phobos, A Mind Forever Voyaging, and 
Planetfall and its sequel, Stationfall. Because this event was a celebration of the release 
of the code, I leaned toward questions about the code itself, the constraints of writing 
games in ZIL, and how testing and version control were handled for those projects. 


One of my favorite moments was Meretzky’s description of the genesis of A Mind 
Forever Voyaging. He described an early version as not a game at all, but a “future 
simulator.” With no storyline or puzzles, the player could only set parameters related to 
public policy and budget, then see the effects of those decisions 20, 30, or 50 years 
down the line. But it was “too gargantuan a concept. There was no way I could handle 
every scenario... under that design,” he said. A scaled-back version of the simulator, 
with story added, became A Mind Forever Voyaging. 


The Infocom game code has been floating around offline for a few years, due to the 
controversial release of a data dump known as “the Infocom drive”. With Jason Scott’s 
effort to move the code to GitHub, this is the first time it has been widely available, 
complete, and easily downloadable. However, the code isn’t open source: it wasn’t 
published with approval from the copyright holder, Activision, which seems to have 
abandoned the Infocom games. So, while Infocom lovers can now learn from the code 
and even try compiling it themselves with a Z-Machine compiler called ZILF, the 
games are not open source. 


As Meretzky and I talked, I counted about 25 people in the live audience: GitHub 
employees and text adventure fans who had come to the event, which was open to the 
public. Another 250 watched part or all of the Twitch stream. Certainly, more would 
have watched if the interview had been publicized with more than a few days notice, 
but the numbers didn’t matter to me. I would have done this interview if it was just 
Meretzky and me on a desert island. The recording of the interview is savailable on 
YouTube and Internet Archive. 


When an hour was up the interview was finished, but the day wasn’t done, with GitHub 
hosting an after-party at the in-office bar. There was a spread of food and a libations list 
that included customized drinks named Z-Machine, West of House, and Joybooth (a 


nod to Meretzky’s masterwork, A Mind Forever Voyaging). Infocom game fans, 
Meretzky, and I stood around a bar table discussing games, asking questions, and 
sharing stories. Part of me wishes that this conversation could have been recorded as 
well, as we delved into fascinating topics that hadn’t come up in our interview. Another 
part is glad for the private interaction. 


When the event was finished, my head buzzing from a day of fascinating conversation 
(and the drink called Z-Machine), I was whisked back to the airport for the flight home. 
The story is concluded with a score of 1 out of 1; my ranking: Happy Adventurer. 


Find the Infocom source code at GitHub: https://github.com/historicalsource/ 


Download Z-Machine compiler ZILF: https://bitbucket.org/jmcgrew/zilf/wiki/Home 


Listen to Jason Scott’s podcast about releasing the Infocom source code: http:// 
textfiles.libsyn.com/the-infocom-source-code-episode 


Learn more about Infocom in Scott’s documentary: https://a2.click/getlamp-infocom 


Kay Savetz is one-half of Eaten by a Grue, an audio podcast where they and 
Carrington Vanston are playing every Infocom game. 
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